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THE SOCIAL PURPOSE: NEW HOLY-GRAIL OF THE 

MARKETING ς FINANCE INTERFACE
Introduction 

Consumers increasingly expect brands to 

have not just functional benefits but also a 

social purpose. Brands increasingly use a 

social purpose to guide marketing 

communications, inform product 

innovation, and steer investments toward 

social cause programs. 

IŜǊŜ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ά²Ƙƻ DƛǾŜǎ ! /ǊŀǇέ, an 

online toilet paper manufacturer and 

marketer, donates half its profits to 

ŎƘŀǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ ²ƛǘƘ ŀ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ ΨtǊƻŦƛǘǎ ŦƻǊ 

tǳǊǇƻǎŜΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ 

that build toilets in schools in lower-income 

countries. Often a lack of proper toilets 

means a lack of schooling, especially for 

ƎƛǊƭǎΦ ²D!/Ωǎ ŎƘŀǊƛǘȅ Řƻƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ нлнм 

were the highest in Australia, beating 

both Qantas and Coca-Cola.[i]  

All this is very noble; but how does it stack 

up against the traditional measure of 

corporate performance, i.e., Return on 

Investment (ROI)? 

Whilst WGAP had a social purpose from its 

inception, more established companies are 

realising that being seen as socially and 

environmentally conscious can boost 

profitability as it draws new customers that 

otherwise may not have been interested in 

its products or services. For 

example, Tecate, based in Mexico, is 

investing heavily in programs to reduce 

violence against women, and Vicks, 

a P&G brand in India, supports child-

adoption rights for transgender people. 

Both these social purpose initiatives have 

positively impacted market share and 

profitability. 

For the management accountant there are 

resource allocation concerns when 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΩ ƛƴ ŀƴ 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ 

communication (IMC) budgets. Today, it is 

even more important to be able to stretch 

the limited resources allocated for 

marketing communication in the most 

appropriate way. Social purpose strategies 

dictate that advertising and promotion 

should be used not only to create, 

communicate, and deliver value in order to 

influence target audience behaviours ς but 

there should also be the added dimension 

that such behaviour should benefit society. 

This then is the new holy-grail of the 

marketingςfinance interface. Let us look at 

marketing first, and then finance. 

Social Purpose Marketing 

Social Purpose Marketing (SPM) is an 

approach used to develop activities aimed 

ŀǘ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 

behaviour for the benefit of both the 

individual and the society. The five main 

components of SPM are: (1) that it focuses 

on behaviour change (2) that is voluntary 
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(3) using marketing principles and 

techniques (4) to select and influence a 

target audience (5) for their benefit.[ii]  

Such a marketing approach stems from the 

lens of social responsibility in marketing. 

This involves focusing efforts on attracting 

consumers who want to make a positive 

difference with their purchases. Many 

companies have adopted socially 

responsible elements in their marketing 

strategies to help a community via 

beneficial services and products. 

Increasingly, social marketing is described 

ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άǘǿƻ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘέ 

uses social science and social policy 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ άƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘέ ǳǎŜǎ 

commercial and public sector marketing 

approaches.[iii]  Recent years have also 

witnessed a broader focus. Social marketing 

now goes beyond influencing individual 

behaviour. It promotes socio-cultural and 

structural change relevant to social 

issues.[iv]  

Combining ideas from commercial 

marketing and the social sciences, SPM is a 

proven tool for influencing behaviour in a 

sustainable and cost-effective way. A 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ {ta ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴΥ 

(a) which people to work with; (b) what 

behaviour to influence; (c) how to go about 

it; and importantly (d) how to evaluate its 

impact. 

The goal of SPM is to actually change or 

maintain how people behave ς not just 

what they think, or how aware they are, 

ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƴ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ LŦ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛǎ 

only to increase awareness or knowledge of 

their product or service, or only change 

attitudes rather than behaviour ς then it is 

not doing social purpose marketing. 

Therefore, it is not what is assumed by the 

company to benefit those targeted by 

its social marketing intervention but instead 

the value ς perceived or actual ς of the 

behaviour changes (actions) brought about 

by the intervention. 

Thus, knowing that tobacco causes cancer, 

or that plastic bottles are polluting oceans, 

or that cattle produce the most greenhouse 

gas emissions ς is not enough. The social 

marketing intervention must result in 

behaviour changes of those targeted to stop 

smoking, use glass bottles or reduce their 

beef intake. 

This attitude vs behaviour dichotomy is 

similar to commercial sector marketers who 

focus on people buying their goods and 

services ς they understand that just 

the awareness of a product or service is not 

sufficient to make a sale. In SPM, change 

agents typically want target audiences to do 

one of four things: (a) accept a new 

behaviour (e.g., recycling), (b) reject a 

potential behaviour (e.g., not starting 

smoking), (c) modify a current behaviour 

(e.g., increase physical activity from 3 to 5 

days of the week), or (d) abandon an old 

behaviour (e.g., do not drink liquor alone). 

Although the primary beneficiary of the 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛǎ ǘƘŜΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩ 

ς through his or her improved health and 

quality of life ς collectively this leads to 

society benefiting from a healthier and 

more productive population. 

The behaviour change brought about by 

SPM strategies are typically voluntary τ 

i.e., the core of the approach is to achieve a 

level of understanding and empathy of the 

audience for them to self-discover 

motivations and personal benefits. This will 

enable the targeted audience to link their 

ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 

product or service offerings. 

Thus, the most fundamental principle 

underlying SPM is to apply a consumer 

orientation to designing the product (or 

service) τ i.e., understand what target 

audiences currently know, believe, and do. 

Then, the product is positioned to appeal to 

the motivations of the target market to 

improve their health, prevent injuries, 

protect the environment, or contribute to 

their community more effectively than the 

competing behaviour the target market 

currently practices or is considering.[v] 

Despite these lofty purposes, countless 

well-intentioned social-purpose programs 

have consumed resources and management 

time only to end up in obscurity. Sometimes 

they backfire because the brand messages 

designed to promote these programs may 

anger or offend customers τ or they simply 

go unnoticed because they fail to resonate. 

Other times, managers use these initiatives 

solely to pursue intangible benefits such as 

brand affection or to communicate the 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ 

without consideration of how they might 

create business value for the firm.[vi]  

This is where social purpose marketing 

programs need to integrate with social 

purpose finance objectives, which we will 

discuss next. 

Social Purpose Finance 

Social Purpose Finance (SPF) is an approach 

to managing investments that generate 

financial returns whilst having a measurable 

positive social and environmental impact. 

Money is provided by investors who want 

to see it giving a return and, simultaneously, 

see that it has been spent on making society 

better. SPF is a category of financial services 

which aims to leverage private capital to 

address challenges in areas of social and 

environmental need; and thus, provide 

ŦƛƴŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-term 

capacity to achieve its social mission. 

Traditionally, investors have evaluated firm 

performance based on financial measures 

alone. But investing with an eye to 

environmental or social issues, not just 

financial returns, has become mainstream 

in the past decade. According to the Global 

Sustainable Investment Alliance (GSIA), a 

global umbrella group, a total of $35.3trn, 

or 36% of all assets under management in 

нлнлΣ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ 

ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 

of Environmental, Social and Governance 

(ESG) issues.[vii]  

Note that the difference between Corporate 

Social Responsibility (CSR) and ESG is that 

while CSR impacts internal processes and 

company culture, ESG is a measurable set of 

propositions that external partners and 

investors look at in their evaluation of a 

company. ESG illǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 

identification and quantification of its risks 

and opportunities, as well as highlights the 

ethics of a company.[viii]  

Having gained popularity in the aftermath 

of the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, SPF is 

notable for its public benefit 
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focus.[ix] Mechanisms of creating shared 

social value are not new, however, social 

finance is conceptually unique as an 

approach to solving social problems while 

simultaneously creating economic 

value.[x] Unlike philanthropy, which has a 

similar mission-motive, social finance 

secures its own sustainability by being 

profitable for investors.[xi] Capital providers 

lend to social enterprises who in turn, by 

investing borrowed funds in socially 

beneficial initiatives, deliver investors 

measurable social returns in addition to 

traditional financial returns on their 

investment.[xii]  

Take the impact of Covid-19 which had a 

significant impact in major investments in 

pharmaceuticals (e.g., vaccines) and the 

health-care system (e.g., emergency 

facilities at hospitals). Some companies such 

as AstraZeneca decided to provide its 

vaccine at no profit whilst Covid-19 was a 

pandemic; announcing that its top priority 

was to protect global health.[xiii]  Others, 

like Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna made 

significant profits from day one of their 

respective vaccine releases (more on this 

later). 

Like SPM, the goal of SPF is to finance 

projects that actually change or maintain 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

attitudes. However, there is the added 

dimension of a positive return on 

investment (ROI). Thus, SPF includes a full 

range of investment strategies and 

solutions across asset classes that can 

provide an array of risk-adjusted returns 

tailored to investor behaviour that benefits 

society. 

Thus, knowing that mining fossil fuels 

contributes to global warming is not enough 

if investor behaviour continues to support 

such industries (by purchasing petrol and 

diesel vehicles). What is needed is investor 

behaviour (actions) that support renewable 

energy production and consumption (e.g., 

installing solar panels and driving electric 

cars). 

Other socially responsible investments 

include eschewing investments in 

companies that produce or sell addictive 

substances or activities (like alcohol, 

gambling, and tobacco) in favour of seeking 

out companies that are engaged in social 

justice, environmental sustainability, and 

alternative energy/clean technology 

efforts. [See Appendix One on four key 

social purpose finance strategies]. 

SPF investors who want to have a positive 

impact on society are developing a growing 

awareness that they are no longer limited 

to doing so through donations to charitable 

and other non-profit organisations. SPF 

offers ways for investors to extend their 

influence by aligning their goals for public 

good and positive impact with their desire 

for wealth accumulation and legacy gifting. 

Decisions to explore or adopt social finance 

strategies are not necessarily driven by 

charitable intent, nor do those decisions 

always stem from a desire to earn attractive 

investment returns. These decisions are 

often based on the following motivations: 

Personal Values: For some individuals, 

deciding to invest in a socially responsible 

manner stems from strongly held personal 

beliefs. Their primary focus is to avoid 

advancing the interests of organisations or 

industries that go against those beliefs. For 

example, in Australia, investments in 

companies that mine fossil fuels are being 

avoided by many due to climate change 

issues. 

Fiduciary Obligations: As part of their risk 

management strategies and fiduciary 

obligations, trustees for non-profit 

organisations, superannuation (pension) 

funds or others investing in a fiduciary 

capacity may search for investments that 

have competitive investment returns whilst 

meeting ESG criteria. 

Environmental, Social and Governance 

(ESG) Goals: Some SPF investors want to 

incorporate values-based investing with 

altruistic intent, seeking competitive returns 

from investments which also focus on ESG 

opportunities. One such example is a 

mutual fund that invests in emerging 

markets infrastructure or in clean-energy 

initiatives. 
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Connection to the Next Generation: SPF 

strategies allow investors and their families 

to clearly identify shared values and goals 

and align them across areas of mutual 

interest. Because younger generations may 

want to put a greater focus on sustainable 

investing to achieve social and 

environmental impact, social finance is also 

a great way to bridge the gap between 

generations. 

Sustainable vs. Normal Investments 

The area of SPF suffers from definitional 

quibbles over where to draw the line 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ άƴƻǊƳŀƭέ 

investments; and how to subdivide the 

universe of sustainable investment. Thus, 

SPF strategies require an understanding of 

the role of Environmental & Social 

Governance (ESG) factors in managing 

investor risk to create innovative blended 

finance and pay-for-performance 

approaches that steer new investments into 

target markets that benefit society. 

Many companies (and consultants in the 

area) have encompassed many diverse 

areas under the SPF universe, such as: (a) 

innovative finance; (b) domestic resource 

mobilisation strategies; (c) socially 

responsible investing; (d) social impact 

bonds (SIBs) (e) pay-for-performance; (f) 

impact Investing; (g) blended finance; and 

(h) alternative financing vehicles for non-

profits. 

The GSIA, for instance, counts seven 

distinct strategies. (1) 

Negative/exclusionary screening; (2) 

Positive/best-in-class screening; (3) Norms-

based screening, (4) ESG integration; (5) 

Sustainability themed investing; (6) 

Impact/community investing, and (7) 

Corporate engagement and shareholder 

action.[xiv] 

GSIA stated that the most common 

sustainable investment strategy is ESG 

integration, followed by negative screening, 

corporate engagement and shareholder 

action, norms-based screening, and 

sustainability-themed investment.  Ψ9{D 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

D{L!Ωǎ ǊŜŎƪƻƴƛƴƎΣ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ 9{D 

factors into account in the investment 

process (though the way investment firms 

do this in practice varies ǿƛŘŜƭȅύΦ ΨbŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

ǎŎǊŜŜƴƛƴƎΩΣ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŜȄŎƭǳŘŜǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ 

unsavoury. An example would be a stock 

portfolio that otherwise tracks a broad 

index but excludes the shares of tobacco 

companies or gunmakers. 

Of the remaining strategies, perhaps the 

most interŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ΨƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘΩΣ 

which has received a lot of attention 

recently. Although it is the smallest by total 

assets, it is also by far the most ambitious. 

Impact investors only invest in projects or 

firms where the precise impact can be 

quantified and measured: for instance, the 

reduction in tonnes of carbon dioxide 

ŜƳƛǘǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŦƛǊƳΩǎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ 

of girls educated in a village school as a 

result of a particular project. These variants 

are quite different, but most are set up on 

the premise that financial return need not 

be sacrificed in pursuit of non-financial 

goals.[xv] 

The Holy Grail: Integrated Social Purpose 

Strategies 

What is needed, therefore, is an integrated 

marketing-finance strategy that ties a 

ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

aspirations to its most pressing growth 

needs. 

Some brands have had an integrated social 

purpose (i.e., integrating both SPM and SPF) 

built into their business models right from 

the start.  The societal benefit that 

these ΩǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƛƴōǊŜŘǎΩ offer is so 

deeply entwined with their product or 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōǊŀƴŘǎΩ 

surviving intact without it. Imagine what 

would happen to the Ψ²Ƙƻ DƛǾŜǎ ŀ 

/ǊŀǇΩ brand if the company abandoned its 

commitment to both eco-friendly 

manufacturing and its commitment to 

donate half its profits to charity? Thus, 

those with a pedigree in social purpose 

activities like WGAC must be diligent 

stewards of their brands and social-purpose 

strategy from inception. 

The challenges are very different for the 

much larger number of brands that 

are ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ-ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀŘƻǇǘŜǊǎΩ τ they have 

grown without a well-defined social-

purpose strategy and are now seeking to 

develop one. Typically, they belong to firms 

that are good corporate citizens and are 

committed to progress on environmental 


